Expression of HER2 and C-KIT in nasopharyngeal carcinoma: implications for a new therapeutic approach.
We sought to determine the expression and prognostic significance of HER2 and c-KIT proteins in nasopharyngeal carcinoma (NPC). In this retrospective study, immunohistochemical stains for HER2 and c-KIT were performed on formalin-fixed paraffin-embedded sections from 49 patients with NPC who were treated at our hospital from 1971 to 2000. The clinical and immunohistochemical data were correlated, including gender, ethnic origin, age, histological type, EBV status (EBER in situ hybridization), stage, and overall survival. HER2 expression was not found in the tested samples. C-KIT overexpression was found in 33% (16/49) of the patients. Nine of the 16 samples (56%) were strongly positive for c-KIT protein (staining of >50% of the tumor cells). C-KIT expression was associated with younger age. C-KIT was not found in patients with squamous carcinoma or in those with negative EBV status, although these two groups consisted of only five patients each. Although c-KIT-positive cases tended to be associated with slightly better survival, this was not statistically significant. C-KIT protein was expressed in one third of the NPC patients in this study, only in EBV-positive, undifferentiated, or nonkeratinizing carcinoma patients. Further study is needed to check whether c-KIT expression is correlated with c-KIT DNA mutations and to test the possibility of treatment with imatinib mesylate (Gleevec). HER2 protein was negative in the same tested specimens.